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In the present study the stability of self-reported adult attachment was examined in 
two data-sets. The major goals of the study were two-fold: (1) to assess the stability of 
attachment in time both for continuous measures of attachment and for the 
categorical distribution of attachment, and (2) to study whether the stability of 
attachment differed for the global attachment style as compared to the relationship 
specific attachment style regarding the partner in the current romantic relationship.  
Results indicated that 17 % to 36% of the individuals changed their self-reported 
attachment style over time. Particularly striking was the finding that during the course 
of only one month almost half of the individuals (40%) changed their general 
attachment style at least once. Inspection of the data showed that there was a lot of 
variability in the data, with individuals moving back and forth between attachment 
styles on different measurement occasions. Second, it seemed that a relationship 
specific model of adult attachment was significantly more stable than the general 
attachment style, which suggests that global measures of attachment are more 
vulnerable to temporary shifts in an individual’s state of mind regarding attachment 
than relationship specific attachment. Findings are discussed in the context of theory 
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Introduction 
Attachment theory (Bowlby 1969, 1973, 1980) suggests that early relational 
experiences have tremendous significance for later development. Daily interactions 
with caregivers contribute to the formation of expectations and beliefs about the self, 
the world and relationships (internal working models of attachment). Depending on 
the nature of childhood experiences with caregivers, individuals come to see 
themselves as worthy or unworthy of love and support and perceive others as 
dependable or undependable. These expectations about self and others then continue 
to guide behaviour in subsequent relationships, leading to the stability of attachment 
patterns across the life cycle and across relationships (Bowlby, 1988b; Collins & Read, 
1994; Schachner, Shaver, & Mikulincer, 2005).  
 In childhood, internal working models of attachment are assumed to be relatively 
open to adaptive change. They reflect actual relational experiences with caregivers; if 
the environment changes, working models of attachment change accordingly (Bowlby, 
1988b). However, given a consistent pattern of caregiving throughout childhood, 
internal working models of attachment are expected to become solidified through 
repeated experience. Once formed they tend to persist relatively unchanged 
throughout the life span. As Bowlby, (1988b, p.5) puts it: ‘During the earliest years, 
features of personality crucial to psychiatry remain relatively open to change because they are still 
responsive to the environment. As a child grows older, however, clinical evidence shows that both the 
patterns of attachment and the personality features that go with it become increasingly a property of the 
child himself or herself and also increasingly resistant to change. This means that the child tends to 
impose it, or some derivative of it, upon new relationships’. 
By adulthood, internal working models of attachment are expected to be relatively 
stable. Change is only likely to occur in case of a significant life event with a strong 
emotional impact or in case of a relationship of sufficiently long duration and 
emotional meaning to challenge the existing working model (Bowlby, 1988b; Collins 
& Read, 1990). 
 Although attachment theory does not require that internal working models of 
attachment persist without any change across the lifespan, both theory and empirical 
evidence have led researchers to emphasize a strong tendency toward stability and 
continuity. Several factors contribute to the stability of internal working models of 
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attachment in adults. Information-processing biases lead individuals to construe the 
world in ways that support existing models. Individuals tend to select and create 
environments that fit their beliefs about themselves and others and actively contribute 
to their interpersonal environment by adopting patterns of behaviour that create 
expected outcomes. In the end, working models of attachment tend to operate as self-
fulfilling prophecies: they guide social interaction, colour the appraisal of own and 
others behaviour in attachment relationships, and as a result affect attachment 
behaviour, thereby reconstructing the kind of situation that confirms earlier 
experiences and existent expectations, as organized in the working model. Eventually, 
security of attachment becomes an element of an individual’s personality structure, a 
so-called attachment style (Collins & Read, 1994; Schachner et al., 2005).  
 Following this line of reasoning, most researchers in the field of adult attachment 
have tended to conceptualize attachment style as a stable trait, used across many 
different situations and for many different relationships. However, the extent to which 
attachment style is indeed a stable construct has recently become an issue for debate 
(see for example Baldwin & Fehr, 1995; Baldwin, Keelan, Fehr, Enns & Koh-
Rangarajoo, 1996; Kobak, 1994). Although there is some evidence for stability in 
attachment patterns, there is also considerable evidence suggesting that attachment 
can be relatively unstable even for brief periods.  
 Several studies have examined the stability of self-reported adult attachment 
classifications, with intervals ranging from 1 week to 4 years. Test-retest correlations 
ranged for example from 0.5 - 0.7 (Collins & Read, 1990). In studies that assessed 
continuity across a longer time-interval stability rates of respectively 60% (8 months; 
Scharfe & Bartholomew, 1994) and 70% (after 4 years; Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994) 
were found. After intensive investigation of various data sets, Baldwin and Fehr 
(1995) conclude that self-reported adult attachment is remarkably instable in time. 
Overall, 30% of the individuals change their attachment style over time and this is 
irrespective of the interval between measurement times (Baldwin & Fehr, 1995). 
 The apparent lack of stability of adult attachment style has led some authors to 
investigate what causes attachment style to change. In their study, Davila, Burge and 
Hammen (1997) found that attachment style change was hardly related to changes in 
current circumstances. The authors conclude that attachment style change is more of 
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an individual difference variable in reaction to adverse experiences. Subsequently, 
Davila, Karney and Bradbury (1999) tested four models of attachment style change: 
(1) a contextual model in which it is hypothesized that attachment changes due to 
interpersonal events and circumstances, (2) a social-cognitive model that postulates 
that attachment can be seen as relational schemas that may be activated by specific 
contextual circumstances, (3) an individual difference model in which it is proposed 
that stable vulnerability factors make people prone to attachment style change, and (4) 
a diathesis-stress model which states that stable vulnerability factors may put people at 
an increased risk for attachment change in response to marital circumstances.  
Some support for all four models was found but no clear picture emerged. The 
authors conclude that attachment change is a ‘complex phenomenon’ and that 
attachment style change is the result of both inter- and intra-personal circumstances. 
In a similar vein, Scharfe and Bartholomew (1994) found that attachment style change 
is not consistently related to the experience of positive or negative life events and 
Baldwin and Fehr (1995) found that attachment style change was not due to changes 
in the current romantic relationship. Overall, at present it remains unclear what causes 
attachment style to change. 
 In their review of the literature on this theme, Baldwin and Fehr (1995) give three 
possible explanations for the instability of adult attachment style. First of all, the lack 
of stability in adult attachment may be due to the fact that there is a lack of continuity in 
attachment style; Second, it may be possible that the measures used to measure adult 
attachment are unreliable and third, according to Baldwin and Fehr (1995) the most 
convincing possibility is that attachment is not a stable but a variable construct.  
 The present study aims to contribute to the discussion of the stability of adult 
attachment by exploring the stability versus variability of adult attachment in two 
ways. First, the variability of adult attachment was explored by administering an adult 
attachment scale 5 times during the course of one month. If adult attachment is 
indeed a stable personality construct, we would expect few changes in attachment 
status during one month. If however, as Baldwin and Fehr (1995) suggest, attachment 
is more of a variable construct related to situational factors, we would expect 
individuals to differ in their attachment status at different measurement times during 
the course of one month. 
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 Furthermore, inconsistencies in the reported stability figures of adult attachment 
might reflect the fact that attachment researchers usually fail to indicate the level of 
specificity of the attachment model that they are measuring. According to Cozarelli, 
Hoekstra and Bylsma, (2000, p. 607): ‘it is important to distinguish the correlates and effects of 
general mental models about ‘people’ from those of specific mental models about a romantic partner. 
Logically, mental models assessed at different levels of specificity are likely to be related to different 
outcomes.’  
To our knowledge, only scant attention has been paid to the possible differences in 
stability outcomes when measuring global or specific models of attachment. Assuming 
that global models of attachment apply to a whole range of relationship experiences, 
whereas a specific model of attachment incorporates only those relationship 
experiences with one specific attachment figure, we expected relationship specific 
models of adult attachment (i.e. attachment in the relationship with the current 
romantic partner) to be more stable than global models of attachment (attachment 
concerning ‘others in general’).   
Overview of the Present Studies 
Two longitudinal studies were conducted to test the stability of the Relationship 
Questionnaire over time. In the first study, in order to thoroughly assess possible 
fluctuations in attachment style in time, measurements of global attachment were 
administered 5 times during the course of one month. In the second study, global 
attachment and attachment quality in the relationship with the current relationship 
partner were assessed in dating couples at two time points, 8 months apart. The major 
goals of the studies were two-fold: (1) to assess the stability of attachment over time 
both for continuous measures of attachment and for the categorical distribution of 
attachment, and (2) to study whether the stability of attachment differed for the global 
attachment style as compared to the relationship specific attachment style regarding 
the partner in the current romantic relationship.  





Participants were fifty-eight undergraduate students enrolled at the University of 
Groningen. Mean age of the participants was 23.04 years (SD= 4.08). 77 % of the 
sample was female. After an initial testing session at the lab of the University of 
Groningen, participants were sent a booklet containing measures of attachment, 
relationship quality and stress every week for a month. Participants were requested to 
fill in the questionnaires and return the booklet to the researchers at the University of 
Groningen the following day for every consecutive week.   
Measures 
The Relationship Questionnaire (RQ; Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991) consists of 
four short paragraphs characterizing the four attachment styles; i.e. ‘Secure’ (with 
positive models of both self and others), ‘Preoccupied’ (with a negative self-model and 
a positive other-model), ‘Dismissing’ (with a positive self-model and a negative other 
model), and ‘Fearful’ (with negative models of both self and others). For example, the 
prototypical description of the Fearful attachment pattern reads as follows:  
‘I am uncomfortable getting close to others. I want emotionally close relationships, but I find it difficult 
to trust others completely, or to depend on them. I worry that I will be hurt if I allow myself to become 
too close to others’. 
 Respondents were instructed to rate on 7-point scales the extent to which each 
description corresponds to their behaviour in relationships with ‘others’. The RQ is 
most commonly used with the instruction to think of ‘others’ but can be reworded to 
measure specific domains of attachment (i.e. partner, best friend). When used with the 
general instruction to think of 'others', as was the case in this study, the RQ, seems to 
address global attachment orientation, that is, the ‘general model of self and others in 
relation to attachment', without specifying a particular domain (Griffin & 
Bartholomew, 1994; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Collins & Read, 1994).  
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Results 
Attachment stability  
To assess the stability of attachment style over the course of one month, the following 
sets of analyses were conducted. Participants were categorized into attachment styles 
on the basis of the style they rated as most characteristic of themselves. If participants 
scored equally on two or more attachment categories they were excluded from the 
analyses.   
 At the initial assessment (Time 1) the general attachment orientation was 
distributed as follows: Of the 54 participants that could be classified, 25 (43%) were 
categorized as secure, 4 (7%) as dismissing, 7 (12%) as preoccupied and 18 (31%) as 
fearful. Four students (7%) could not be classified because an identical rating was 
given on two or more attachment categories.  
 At Time 2 of the 55 participants that could be classified, 27 (47%) were secure, 3 
(5%) were dismissing, 8 (14%) were preoccupied, and 17 (29%) were fearful. Three 
students (5%) could not be classified because they gave an identical rating on two or 
more attachment categories.  
 At Time 3, 52 participants could be classified. 27 (47%) were secure, 3 were 
dismissing (5%), 4 were preoccupied (7%), and 18 (31%) were fearful. 6 (10%) 
students could not be classified because an identical rating was given to two 
attachment classifications. 
 At Time 4, Of the 52 participants that could be classified, 24 (41%) were secure, 4 
(7%) were dismissing, 7 (12%) were preoccupied and 17 (29%) were fearful. Six (10%) 
students could not be classified because they had an identical rating on two or more 
attachment categories.  
 At Time 5, of the 52 participants that could be classified, 25 (43%) were secure, 3 
(5%) were dismissing, 7 were (12%) preoccupied, and 17 (29%) were fearful. Six 
(10%) students could not be classified because they gave an identical rating on two or 
more attachment categories.      
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  Cross-tabulations of the attachment data are presented in Tables 2.1 through 2.41. 
Overall, the percentage of change for the self-reported general attachment style was 
similar to that found in previous research (Baldwin & Fehr, 1995; Scharfe & 
Bartholomew, 1994). From Time 1 to Time 2, 10 students (20%) changed their 
general attachment orientation. Of the 25 participants who initially rated themselves as 
secure, 19 remained secure, 2 became dismissing, and 3 became fearful. One 
individual was not classified because an identical rating was given for both the secure 
and fearful prototype at T2. Of the 4 dismissing individuals at T1, one individual 
remained dismissing and 2 became secure. One individual did not report attachment 
status at T2. The 7 preoccupied individuals did not change their attachment 
classification and remained preoccupied. Of the 18 fearful individuals at T1, 14 
remained fearful, 1 became preoccupied and 2 became secure. One individual could 
not be classified because an identical rating was given for both the fearful and 
dismissing prototype at T2.  
 
Table 2.1: Cross-tabulations of attachment style classifications for general attachment 
orientation from Time 1 to Time 2 
T2 Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful Total
Secure 19 2 0 2 23
Dismissing 2 1 0 0 3
Preoccupied 0 0 7 1 8
Fearful 3 0 0 14 17




From Time 1 to Time 3 again 10 participants (20%) changed their attachment 
orientation. Of the 25 participants who initially rated themselves as secure, 21 
remained secure, 2 became fearful and 1 became dismissing. One individual could not 
be classified because an identical rating was given for the secure and dismissing 
                                                 
1 Note that for all sets of cross-tabulations, the total number of participants included is lower than reported in the 
frequency data provided previously. This is because, as noted, a number of participants at each time frame could 
not be categorized. 
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prototype at T3. Of the 4 dismissing individuals at T1, 2 remained dismissing and 1 
became preoccupied. One individual could not be classified because of missing data at 
T3. Of the 7 preoccupied individuals at T1, 2 remained preoccupied, 3 became fearful. 
One individual could not be classified because an identical rating was given for both 
the preoccupied and fearful prototype at T3. One individual did not report attachment 
status at T3. Of the 18 fearful individuals at T1, 14 remained fearful, 2 became secure 
and 1 became dismissing at T3. One individual could not be classified because an 
identical rating was given for the fearful and dismissing prototype at T3. 
 
Table 2.2: Cross-tabulations of attachment style classifications for general attachment 
orientation from Time 1 to Time 3 
T3 Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful Total
Secure 21 0 0 2 23
Dismissing 1 2 0 1 4
Preoccupied 0 1 2 0 3
Fearful 2 0 3 14 19




From Time 1 to Time 4, 15 participants (30%) changed their attachment orientation. 
Of the 25 participants who initially rated themselves as secure, 15 remained secure, 6 
became fearful, 2 became preoccupied and 1 became dismissing at T4. One individual 
could not be classified because of missing data at T4. Of the 4 dismissing individuals 
at T1, 2 remained dismissing and 1 became secure. One individual could not be 
classified because identical ratings were given on the secure, preoccupied and fearful 
attachment prototypes at T4. Of the 7 preoccupied individuals at T1, 5 remained 
preoccupied and 1 became secure. One individual could not be classified because an 
identical rating was given for both the preoccupied and fearful prototype at T4. Of the 
18 fearful individuals at T1, 11 remained fearful, 3 became secure and 1 became 
dismissing at T4. One individual could not be classified because an identical rating was 
given for both the fearful and secure prototype at T4. Two individuals did not report 
attachment status at T4.  
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Table 2.3: Cross-tabulations of attachment style classifications for general attachment 
orientation from Time 1 to Time 4 
T4 Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful Total
Secure 15 1 1 3 20
Dismissing 1 2 0 1 4
Preoccupied 2 0 5 0 7
Fearful 6 0 0 11 17




From Time 1 to Time 5, 17 participants (32%) changed their attachment orientation. 
Of the 25 participants who initially rated themselves as secure, 17 remained secure, 1 
became dismissing, 2 became preoccupied and 4 became fearful. One individual could 
not be classified because of missing data at T5. Of the 4 dismissing individuals at T1, 
1 remained dismissing, 1 became fearful and 2 became secure. Of the 7 preoccupied 
individuals at T1, 4 remained preoccupied, 1 became fearful and 2 became secure at 
T5. Of the 18 fearful individuals at T1, 10 remained fearful, 2 became secure, 1 
became dismissing and 1 became preoccupied at T5. One individual could not be 
classified because an identical rating was given for the secure and dismissing prototype 
at T5. Three individuals did not report their attachment status at T5.  
 
Table 2.4: Cross-tabulations of attachment style classifications for general attachment 
orientation from Time 1 to Time 5 
T5 Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful Total
Secure 17 2 2 2 23
Dismissing 1 1 0 1 3
Preoccupied 2 0 4 1 7
Fearful 4 1 1 10 16
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A point that deserves consideration is the fact that 40% of the individuals changed 
their attachment orientation at least once over the course of one month (i.e. reporting 
at least 2 different attachment styles). Three individuals (7%) changed at least twice 
(reporting as many as 3 different attachment styles in one months time) and two 
individuals (3%) endorsed all four of the attachment styles over the course of one 
month (i.e. they changed their self-reported attachment style every week). Thirty-five 
of the individuals (60%) reported the same attachment style for all occasions, of which 
20 individuals (34%) were stable secure, and 15 (26%) were stable insecure during the 
course of one month. 
 In the next analyses, correlations were computed between the continuous 
attachment ratings at Time 1 and Time 2, 3, 4 and 5. Table 2.5 shows that there was 
moderate stability for all the time lags, with correlations ranging from .48 to .75. 
 
Table 2.5: Attachment stability correlations for Time 1 with Time 2, 3, 4 and 5 for 
general attachment orientation. 
Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful
Time 2 .60 .68 .75 .71
Time 3 .75 .56 .72 .64
Time 4 .67 .63 .74 .75







Participants were fifty-one undergraduate students enrolled at the University of 
Groningen and their dating partners. To ensure that participants were involved in 
established relationships, couples were required to have dated one another for at least 
three months prior to participation. The mean duration of the relationship was 2.14 
years (SD= 1.62, range .8 to 6.5 years). Male participants ranged in age from 20 - 27 
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years (M= 23.10, SD = 1.92) and female participants ranged in age from 17 - 26 (M= 
21.62, SD= 2.00). As can be expected in a student sample, the level of education was 
fairly high with a mean of 4.70 (SD = .71) on a five point scale that ranged from 1 
(primary school only) to 5 (university education).  
Procedure 
Couples were recruited on campus at the University of Groningen and were requested 
to participate in a study on ‘autobiographical memory and close relationships’. They 
were paid € 20, - for their participation. The study encompassed two phases: In Phase 
1 couples were requested to come to the department of clinical psychology where they 
individually responded to a series of questionnaires that inquired about their 
attachment style, recently experienced stressful events, current relationship 
functioning and mental health. Phase 2 took place exactly eight months later and 
consisted of a mail-survey. Participants were requested to answer a follow-up booklet 
that contained the same questionnaires as Phase 1. 40 couples (79%) returned the 
follow-up questionnaire. Thirty-eight couples (95%) were still together and 2 couples 
(5%) had split up.  
Measures 
The Relationship Questionnaire (RQ; Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991) is described in 
the method section of study one. In order to determine whether specific models of 
attachment tend to be more stable than general models of attachment, two versions of 
the RQ were used in this study: one to assess global attachment style and the other to 
measure attachment quality in the relationship with the current romantic partner 
(Cozarelli, Hoekstra and Bylsma, 2000; Griffin and Bartholomew, 1994). 
Results 
Attachment stability  
To assess the stability of attachment style over 8 months, the following sets of 
analyses were conducted. In the first set of analyses, participants were categorized into 
attachment styles on the basis of the style they rated as most characteristic of 
themselves. If participants scored equally on two or more attachment categories they 
were excluded from the analyses.   
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 At the initial assessment (Time 1) the general attachment orientation was 
distributed as follows: Of the 102 individuals providing data, 64 (63%) were 
categorized as secure, 4 (4%) as dismissing, 7 (7%) as preoccupied and 23 (22%) as 
fearful. Four individuals (4%) could not be categorized as they gave the same rating 
on two or more attachment prototypes. At the 8-month follow-up (Time 2) of the 79 
individuals providing data, 46 (58%) were secure, 8 (10%) were dismissing, 5 (6%) 
were preoccupied, and 14 (18%) were fearful. Six individuals (8%) could not be 
classified on the general attachment orientation because they gave an identical rating 
on two or more styles.  
 The attachment orientation with regard to the current relationship partner was 
distributed quite differently. At the initial assessment (Time 1) 82 individuals (80%) 
considered themselves to be secure in the relationship with their partner, 2 (2%) 
individuals were dismissing, 7 (7%) preoccupied, and 6 (6%) fearful. Five individuals 
(5%) could not be categorized as they had an equal rating on two or more attachment 
categories. At the 8-month follow-up, of the 79 individuals providing data, 60 (76%) 
were secure, 4 (5%) were dismissing, 5 (6%) were preoccupied, 4 (5%) were fearful, 
and 6 individuals (8%) could not be categorized as they had the same rating on two or 
more attachment prototypes.   
  Cross-tabulations of the attachment data are presented in Table 2.6 and 2.72. With 
regard to the stability of general attachment orientation we found that approximately 
36% of the participants changed their attachment orientation during the 8-month 
period. In contrast, the stability of relationship specific attachment quality regarding 
the current relationship partner was considerably more stable: only 17% of the 
participants changed their attachment style regarding their partner.3 
                                                 
2 Note that for both sets of cross-tabulations, the total number of participants included is lower than 
reported in the frequency data provided previously. This is because, as noted, a number of 
participants at each time frame could not be categorized. 
3 Changes in attachment orientation were not due to changes in levels of stress, relationship quality, or 
psychological complaints. 
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Table 2.6: Cross-tabulations of attachment style classifications for general attachment 
orientation after 8 months 
T2 Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful Total
Secure 36 1 1 5 43
Dismissing 6 0 0 1 7
Preoccupied 2 0 1 2 5
Fearful 5 0 2 7 14




Of the 49 individuals who initially rated themselves as secure on the general attachment 
orientation, 36 (73%) remained secure, 6 (12%) became dismissing, 2 (4%) became 
preoccupied and 5 (10%) became fearful. Only one individual who initially was 
dismissing returned the follow-up questionnaire and became secure. Of the four 
individuals that were initially preoccupied, 1 (25%) remained preoccupied, 2 (50%) 
became fearful en 1 (25%) became secure. Of the 15 individuals who were initially 
fearful, 7 (47%) remained fearful, 1 (6%) became dismissing, 2 (13%) became 
preoccupied and 5 (33%) became secure (see Table 2.6). 
 With regard to the stability of attachment quality regarding the current relationship 
partner, the following results were found. Of the 55 individuals who initially rated 
themselves as secure in the relationship with partner, 49 (89%) remained secure, 3 
(5%) became dismissing, 1 (2%) became preoccupied and 2 (4%) became fearful. Of 
the 2 individuals who initially considered themselves to be dismissing in the 
relationship with their partner, 1 (50%) remained dismissing and 1 (50%) became 
secure in the relationship with partner. Of the 4 preoccupied individuals at T1, 2 
(50%) remained preoccupied, 1 (25%) became fearful and 1 (25%) became secure. 
And finally, of the 3 individuals who initially were fearful in the relationship with their 
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Table 2.7: Cross-tabulations of attachment style categorizations for relationship 
specific attachment regarding the current relationship partner after 8 months 
T2 Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful Total
Secure 49 1 1 2 53
Dismissing 3 1 0 0 4
Preoccupied 1 0 2 0 3
Fearful 2 0 1 1 4




In the next analyses, correlations were computed between the continuous attachment 
ratings at Time 1 and 2. Table 2.8 shows that there was moderate stability with 
correlations ranging from .26 to .66 for the general attachment orientation. The 
correlations for attachment regarding the partner were, on average, slightly higher, 
ranging from .44 to .64. 
 
Table 2.8: Attachment stability correlations for Time 1 with Time 2 for general and 
relationship specific attachment orientation.  
Time 2  Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Fearful
.36** .28** .46** .66**
Relationship specific attachment 
regarding partner
Time 1
.50** .44** .64** .46**
General attachment orientation
 
NB: Due to missing data N varies from 73 to 76, ** p<.01 
 
Discussion 
The main focus of this study was to assess the stability of self-reported adult 
attachment over time, both for continuous measures of attachment and for the 
categorical distribution of attachment and to determine whether specific models of 
attachment are more stable than general models of attachment. In reviewing the 
literature, we found that self-reported adult attachment style seems to be remarkably 
instable. Approximately 30% of all individuals change their attachment orientation 
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irrespective of the time-frame used (Baldwin & Fehr, 1995). Overall, previous findings 
were replicated in this study, 17% to 36% of the individuals changed their self-
reported attachment style over time, but in our studies there seemed to be more 
change after longer time-intervals (i.e. 1 week versus 8 months). 
 In Study 1 we found that during the course of one month almost half of the 
individuals (40%) changed their attachment style at least once. Inspection of the data 
showed that there was a lot of variability in the data, with individuals moving back and 
forth between attachment styles on different measurement occasions. This was 
especially the case for those individuals endorsing preoccupied and dismissing 
attachment styles. Similar results were found by Baldwin and Fehr (1995), who found 
that the majority of the preoccupied (anxious-ambivalent) individuals were variable in 
their self-reported attachment style across two or more time-frames. The greater 
instability that was found for the dismissing and preoccupied individuals may reflect 
the fact that both dismissing and preoccupied individuals have conflicting models of 
self and others (i.e. Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) whereas secure and fearful have 
stable (either negative or positive) models of self and others. 
 Furthermore, in Study 2 we found that relationship specific models of attachment 
tend to be more stable than general models of attachment. Although theoretical 
accounts of adult attachment (Baldwin et al. 1996; Collins and Read, 1994; Main, 
1991) have emphasized that individuals may simultaneously hold multiple mental 
models of attachment, measures of adult attachment typically ignore this distinction 
and are usually presented without any consideration of the level of specificity of the 
attachment relationship at hand. This study highlights the importance of recognizing 
that people possess multiple models of attachment and that these different models 
may be related to different outcomes and also to different stability levels (see also 
Cozarelli et al. 2000; Pielage, Gerlsma & Barelds, 2006). One possible explanation for 
our finding in Study 2 is that a global (or general) model of attachment incorporates a 
whole range of relationship experiences and as a result applies to a diverse group of 
individuals, which probably makes it more diffuse and more prone to change. In 
contrast, a specific model of attachment incorporates only those relationship 
experiences with one specific attachment figure, which in this case was the current 
relationship partner. 
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 There are several limitations to this study. First, our measurement of adult 
attachment, although it has been shown to be valid, is clearly not ideal. Studying the 
instability of adult attachment using more refined measures such as multiple item 
scales or in-depth interviews is recommended. Second, the hypothesis that the 
instability found in adult attachment is solely a result of the unreliability of our 
measure can not be ruled out (i.e. Scharfe & Bartholomew, 1994). However, the 
consistent finding that on average one third of the individuals endorse a different 
attachment style on different measurement occasions, suggests that some of the 
instability that is usually found in attachment research reflects actual change of 
attachment orientation over time. Longitudinal studies that follow individuals over 
time and across different relationships are needed to determine the extent and nature 
of naturally occurring or therapeutically induced change of adult attachment across the 
lifespan. Long term studies of this kind may shed light upon fundamental issues, for 
instance, the question of whether attachment styles are essentially properties of 
individuals or of relationships (Kobak, 1994; Lewis, 1994).  
 The main purpose of this study was to contribute to the existing literature on the 
stability of adult attachment styles by using a repeated measurement design within 
individuals, so that possible fluctuations in attachment styles could be assessed more 
thoroughly. Moreover, the inclusion of two measurements of adult attachment; one 
for global or general attachment style and the other for relationship specific 
attachment style allowed us to assess if and in what way the stability of self-reported 
adult attachment was related to the level of specificity of the attachment model 
measured. While previous studies have reported similar results concerning the stability 
of attachment in time (Baldwin & Fehr, 1995), these studies were usually conducted as 
routine check-ups for the reliability of the instruments used, and thus studied 
attachment stability coefficients across only 2 time frames (for an exception see 
Davilla et al., 1999).  
The current research extends previous research by repeatedly measuring 
attachment style in individuals 5 times during the course of one month. Furthermore, 
previous research has not considered the possibility that the stability of adult 
attachment may be influenced by the level of specificity of the attachment style 
assessed. Taken together, our findings suggest that the conceptualization of adult 
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attachment style as a stable personality construct, used across many different 
situations and for many different relationships, deserves careful consideration. We 
agree with Baldwin et al. (1996) that ‘findings such as these argue for an increased emphasis on 
variability in the relationship-specific attachment orientations’. Previous research has shown 
that the instability of adult attachment style is not a result of changes in relationship 
quality, stress, life events or other current circumstances (see Baldwin & Fehr, 1995; 
Davila et al., 1997; Davila et al., 1999; Scharfe and Bartholomew, 1995). Moreover, 
research has also shown that adult attachment style is not simply a mood-artifact 
(Haaga, Yarmus, Hubbard, Brody, Solomon, Kirk and Chamberlain, 2002). In our 
opinion, adult attachment research would greatly benefit from studies attempting to 
clarify which attachment models are activated at a particular time and what causes a 
(temporary) shift in attachment orientation. 
